
		
			[image: Cover for Shaggy Muses: The Dogs Who Inspired Virginia Woolf, Emily Dickinson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Edith Wharton, and Emily Bronte, Author, Maureen Adams]
		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Shaggy Muses: The Dogs Who Inspired Virginia Woolf, Emily Dickinson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Edith Wharton, and Emily Bronte, Author, Maureen Adams, Imprint, Ballantine Books]
		

	
		
			For Marty

		

	
		
			Preface

			ELEVEN YEARS AGO, my curiosity about the human-dog bond was transformed into a compelling interest when Cody, my Golden Retriever, died. I am a psychologist, and I often reassure clients who are mourning the death of a dog that such emotion is normal and appropriate. However, this knowledge did not comfort me when I lost Cody. Even though he had lived a rich, full life, and I had done everything I could to make sure he had a “good death,” I was bereft when he died.

			Cody was part of my daughter and son’s childhood in Kansas City, Missouri. He was a puppy when Andrew was a toddler, and the two of them used to tumble on the lawn like littermates. First-grader Kate dressed Cody in doll clothes and took him for rides in a stroller. The three of them grew up together. When Kate was old enough to babysit for Andrew, I knew that Cody would watch over them both. That proved to be true the night some boys, intent on stealing our new television, broke into the house. While Kate huddled upstairs calling our neighbor for help, Cody shed his usual sweet Golden Retriever temperament. Growling and snapping, he chased the boys through the house and out the back door. The neighbor arrived to find the television in the yard and Cody upstairs calming Kate and Andrew.

			When my husband was offered a position at a California winery, he was eager to accept, but the children and I were reluctant to leave Kansas City. For nine years, I had been teaching English at the University of Missouri, and I was fond of my students and colleagues. Kate and Andrew were happy with their school and friends. After much deliberation, we decided to make the change, and Cody became part of our family’s transition from Missouri to California. Throughout the trip, he seemed to express the whole family’s anxiety about moving from the Midwest. When we picked him up in the baggage claim area at the San Francisco airport, he greeted us with ringing barks of protest, which continued throughout the two-hour car ride to our new home in Sonoma. On the way, he saw his first cow, which inspired even more frantic barking. Finally at the new house, Cody saw the swimming pool—another first for him—and ran around it in circles of joy, exhilarated to be free again. The children joined him, running and laughing in relief. Cody’s exuberance made us all begin to feel at home.

			In the next few months, Cody assumed another role. I had a difficult time adjusting to the move and became depressed. Cody would sit patiently when I cried and would stay up with me on the nights I could not sleep. Always calm, unperturbed by tears or anger, Cody would lean against me or lay his head on my lap. His solid presence demanded nothing of me: I did not have to pretend to be all right or feel guilty about being unable to overcome my unhappiness.

			Eventually, thanks to a supportive family, a caring and skilled psychotherapist, and Cody, I emerged from depression. At the same time, I found a new direction for my life. I was inspired by the insights I had gained during psychotherapy, and a longtime interest in the field was rekindled. As a result, I began studying to become a psychologist.

			During the next years, as I balanced family life with the demands of courses and internships, Cody moved to the background of my attention. Yet I could not ignore his growing stiffness on our morning walks or his whitening muzzle. Even though I saw these signs, his aging still seemed to happen overnight. One day, Cody was running circles around the pool; the next, he was too crippled to climb stairs.

			A morning came when Cody did not get up, and he refused to eat or drink. I went for a long walk in the hills and remembered the way the white plume of his tail had shone through the tall grass as he ran ahead of me. I realized we had taken our last walk together weeks ago. I went home and called the veterinarian, who agreed to come to the house and euthanize Cody. Throughout that long day, the family took turns sitting by Cody, petting and talking to him. He appeared detached, but it comforted us to spend time with him. When the veterinarian arrived, Cody did not even look at him but continued to gaze steadily at me. I stroked his paw and kept telling him goodbye. The light in his eyes dimmed, and Cody was gone. We wrapped him in an afghan and buried him in the backyard under the redwoods.

			Months later, I was still heartbroken. Cody had been so much a part of everyday life that we all experienced continual small shocks that reminded us he was gone. When we opened the back door, no high-pitched, dolphinlike cries of welcome greeted us. At dinner, there was no hovering presence under the table. In the evenings, we all walked around the place by the fire where he once slept.

			Grief for Cody pushed me to examine this question: What explains our intense emotional attachment to our dogs? Determined to understand more about this powerful alliance, I undertook a serious study of the human-dog bond. All the research skills and energy I had applied to my graduate studies I now put to use learning about dogs and their connection to humans. I examined this tie from many points of view: historical, anthropological, psychological, and mythological. However, none fully explained the intense emotions I and others have felt for our dogs. For that, I turned once more to my knowledge of poetry and literature. I began with Emily Dickinson, whose poems I have loved since childhood.

			One day, I discovered a note she had written to her literary mentor announcing the death of her dog: “Carlo died: Would you instruct me now?” I was stunned by the strong reaction I had to these few words. The spare language evoked the bleakness I had experienced after losing Cody. I kept wondering about the question “Would you instruct me now?” (emphasis added). Had Emily Dickinson relied on Carlo to somehow guide her poetry, to act as a muse? Rereading a collection of her letters, I made a second discovery: Emily Dickinson referred to Carlo as “my mute confederate” and “my Shaggy Ally.”

			These casual terms of endearment, used by a writer so careful and deliberate with words, struck an immediate chord in me. I knew for certain that Emily Dickinson had cared about Carlo in the same way I cared about Cody.

			Intrigued, I looked for other writers who wrote about their relationships with their dogs. Some were men, notably Lord Byron, Thomas Mann, and John Steinbeck. Still, I was drawn to women, especially to those who had depended on dogs for emotional support during childhood and in times of transition, because their experiences were closer to my own. Gradually, a small group seemed to fall naturally into place around Emily Dickinson and Carlo: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Emily Brontë, Edith Wharton, and Virginia Woolf. Had their dogs also acted as mute confederates and Shaggy Allies?

			At first, I found it difficult to determine just how significant their dogs had been to them. With the exception of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Flush, most were either overlooked by biographers or given only slight attention. And yet, photographs and paintings in the biographies often depicted the women with their dogs. For example, almost every book about Emily Brontë included at least one of her drawings of the Brontë dogs. To me, these images suggested that the dogs had indeed been an integral part of each woman’s daily life.

			Other sources confirmed this impression. Letters, memoirs, and recollections written by the writers’ friends, family members, servants, and neighbors often mention the dogs. In research libraries and archives of the women’s unpublished writing, I found drawings they themselves had made of their dogs—sketches tucked away in notebooks and scrawled in the margins of letters. I delved into contemporary newspaper articles, Victorian pet-keeping practices, village dog-tax records, and inscriptions on tombstones—all of which helped me place these stories in the context of the times in which the writers lived. Ultimately, though, the writers’ own words—their diaries, letters, poems, or novels—truly revealed the powerful bond each woman had with her dog.

			Ranging from lapdog to mastiff, their dogs acted as loyal companions, staunch protectors, and patient comforters. Elizabeth Barrett Browning was coaxed out of a life-threatening depression by Flush, a cheerful, lively Cocker Spaniel puppy. Emily Brontë’s strong attachment to Keeper, a formidable Mastiff, began with a violent power struggle. Emily Dickinson, anxious and reclusive, ventured outside her father’s house only when accompanied by Carlo, her immense Newfoundland. Edith Wharton, regal and formal in her circle of male admirers, played silly games when she was alone with Linky, one of her many adored Pekingese. And Virginia Woolf relied on a succession of dogs—the vigilant sheepdog Gurth, the scruffy mongrel Grizzle, and finally the playful spaniel Pinka—to help her connect with the people she loved most.

			The attachments of these five women to their dogs mirrored the attachments I have had with my own. Like Emily Brontë, I have had a relationship with a difficult dog who responded to me with devoted loyalty. Like Emily Dickinson, I have felt alone and powerless in the world, and a dog has made me feel safe. Recently, a joyful little dog like Flush has filled my days with play and happiness. And I count on long walks with dogs to lift the solitude that comes when writing, as did Virginia Woolf and Emily Brontë. Dogs help me to feel more at home in the world, as generations of lapdogs did for Edith Wharton in her years of restless travel between the United States and Europe.

			In every one of my life’s passages, there has been a dog, or the memory of one, to act as a protector, a companion, and a comforter. Like Flush, Keeper, Carlo, Linky, and Pinka, my dogs have been a constant support for my own creative life. Cody’s successors are sleeping at my feet—a Clumber Spaniel named Kipper and a Pug named Higgins. The sound of their snores provides a soothing and familiar background as I write.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Preface

			Author’s Note

			ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING and FLUSH

			EMILY BRONTË and KEEPER

			EMILY DICKINSON and CARLO

			EDITH WHARTON and FOXY, LINKY, and THE DOGS IN BETWEEN

			VIRGINIA WOOLF and GURTH, GRIZZLE, and PINKA

			Afterword: The Dogs

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Illustration and Text Credits

		

	_151269553_

	
		
			Author’s Note

			THE FIVE WOMEN IN THIS BOOK WERE ALL WRITERS WHO LOVED language. They sprinkled ampersands and dashes throughout their private writing, they invented words, and they experimented with spelling. To maintain the lively informality of the women’s letters and diaries and to reduce the use of sic, I retained their idiosyncratic spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. I quoted them verbatim, with only the rare change of an apostrophe here or there to fit contemporary usage. I also corrected the spelling of a few words to ensure they could be understood. Unless indicated otherwise, all ellipses are mine.

			Deciding what names to use when referring to the people in this book has been tricky because of the age-old custom of married women changing their surnames. So I have skirted the problem by referring to the authors by their first names (“Edith”), interspersed with the names by which they are most known (“Edith Wharton”). So that the women’s parents could be easily recognized, I tend to refer to them with a title—for example, Mrs. Dickinson, Mr. Barrett, Mr. Brontë.

			An even thornier problem has been how to refer to the dogs. Although many animal lovers today choose the word companion to describe a beloved dog, the women in this book referred to their dogs as “pets” and themselves as “owners,” even “mistresses.” Because most of the references to the dogs are in the women’s own words, I decided to use their terminology. And when the sex of the dog is unknown, I have used the masculine pronoun because I prefer not to refer to a dog as “it,” and I dislike the awkward she/he construction.

			A final remark is about Emily Dickinson. She rarely titled her poems, so they are therefore known and referred to by their first lines, not by a title.
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		ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

		ON A BITTER AFTERNOON in January 1841, a coach stopped outside a small house in the British seaside town of Torquay, bleak and deserted in the off-season. The coachman lifted out a wicker basket, and a young Cocker Spaniel peeked through the thick blankets. The six-month-old puppy sniffed the sea for the first time and wagged his tail excitedly. His dark eyes shone as he pushed his way through the layers of covering, eager to track the enticing scents in the air. The puppy’s determined efforts to free himself from the basket made the man laugh, whereupon the little dog leaped into his arms and began licking his face. The coachman ruffled the dog’s sleek head, muttering, “Miss Mitford is going to miss you, but here we are, and mind your manners.” With the puppy tucked under his arm, the coachman rang the bell. Waiting for the door to open, he shivered in the wind and thought of the green lanes and meadows of home. He wondered how this little spaniel, bred to hunt rabbits and quail, would fare as a companion to a sickly recluse. The puppy’s name was Flush, and he was being delivered to the poet Elizabeth Barrett. That afternoon marked the beginning of one of the most celebrated human-dog relationships in literature.
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		Elizabeth Barrett, 1859. Chalk by Field Talfourd.

		When Flush arrived in Elizabeth’s life, she was thirty-five and bedridden. As a girl, however, she had been healthy and active. Born in 1806, she was the eldest of twelve children who grew up on an estate called Hope End, consisting of 475 isolated acres on the border between England and Wales. There Mr. Barrett built a Turkish-style house, fondly remembered by Elizabeth as “crowded with minarets & domes, & crowned with metal spires & crescents.” Mrs. Barrett, who was from a large, closely knit family, filled their home with visiting relatives. The Barrett children and their cousins rode horses, climbed haystacks, and played hide-and-seek in the underground passage between the house and the gardens. Elizabeth was usually the leader and often a risk-taker. Neighbors remembered her, with a “pale spiritual face and a profusion of dark curls,” driving her pony carriage at breakneck speed through the steep Herefordshire lanes.

		In adolescence, Elizabeth began to suffer symptoms of ill health, primarily backaches, shortness of breath, and lack of appetite. Because the Barretts’ first daughter, Mary, had died when she was only three and a half, Mr. and Mrs. Barrett took Elizabeth’s complaints seriously and consulted numerous doctors, to no avail. Finally, they brought her to the Spa Hotel in Gloucester, where a specialist examined her and decided to treat her as if she had a spinal disease, even though he was unsure of the diagnosis. He recommended that she remain there for months of rest in a spine crib, a hammock strung four feet above the ground. He also prescribed daily doses of laudanum (a mixture of opium and alcohol) for the fifteen-year-old, a common medication at that time.

		Looking at Elizabeth’s illness from a contemporary perspective, it seems to have had several causes: a form of scoliosis, a condition in which the spine curves abnormally; tuberculosis; and perhaps an eating disorder. No clear diagnosis emerges from the surviving medical records. In nineteenth-century England, middle-class girls were considered fragile once they started to menstruate, but Elizabeth’s younger sisters Arabel and Henrietta, who had also complained of illnesses when they entered their teens, soon regained good health.

		Elizabeth’s infirmities certainly included an emotional component. One of the first times she was seriously ill occurred when her favorite brother, Edward, whom she always called “Bro,” departed for boarding school. She was unhappy about losing her playmate and was also angry and frustrated because she yearned to go to school herself. Because Elizabeth was a girl, this would never be allowed, even though she was scholarly and precocious. Before she was ten, she had read Paradise Lost and the major works of Shakespeare; although she was primarily self-taught, she outdistanced her brothers in Latin and Greek, and she could read French, Italian, and Portuguese.

		At the Spa Hotel, lying in her spine crib, Elizabeth read constantly, kept a notebook documenting her symptoms, and wrote poetry. Before her illness, her father had arranged to have fifty copies of her epic poem The Battle of Marathon published. As soon as Elizabeth saw her words in print, she knew she would be a poet: “Literature was the star which in prospect illuminated my future days…. It was the spur … the aim … the very soul of my being.” When the sixteen-year-old returned to Hope End after her time at the spa, she was still suffering from bouts of weakness. Still, she spent the next few years determinedly finishing a poetic essay modeled after Poe and Milton, called An Essay on Mind. One of Elizabeth’s aunts paid to have the essay and other poems published in a two-volume work, which the relatives distributed to all their friends. A classics scholar, Sir Uvedale Price, wrote to congratulate Elizabeth on the book, beginning what would become Elizabeth’s extensive literary correspondence.

		Soon Elizabeth’s poems, all with the long descriptive titles so popular at the time, began to appear in literary magazines: The New Monthly Magazine printed “Stanzas, Excited by Some Reflections on the Present State of Greece,” and The Globe and Traveller published “Lines on the Death of Lord Byron.” Even though her poems were unsigned, which was considered proper for a young lady, especially one with a father as conservative as Mr. Barrett, Elizabeth felt she was beginning her vocation as a poet.

		Then, in 1828, when Elizabeth was twenty-two, her mother died suddenly. Mary Barrett had been weakened by the birth of her last child but seemed to be regaining strength. In an effort to hasten her recovery, she had gone with her sister to a seaside resort. Within days, the news of her death reached Hope End. Elizabeth was overwhelmed, unable to cry or even to talk about her mother. As the oldest daughter, she would have been expected to take over the care of the younger children and to run the household of the large country estate, but her poor health prevented this. Instead, an aunt assumed Mrs. Barrett’s duties, and Elizabeth was spared the domestic and social obligations that fell to Arabel and Henrietta. As mourning relatives filled the house, Elizabeth remained alone in her room, reading and writing letters and poems. Her role as an invalid was now firmly established.

		Four years later, in 1832, Elizabeth experienced another loss when her father sold the family home at Hope End. Mr. Barrett depended for his income on a sugar plantation in Jamaica in the hills overlooking Montego Bay, where he had grown up. His brother Samuel now managed the property, called Cinnamon Hill, and Mr. Barrett regularly sent his sons to help their uncle. However, poor sugar harvests, slave rebellions, and a drawn-out lawsuit had led to such serious financial problems that in order to keep Cinnamon Hill, Mr. Barrett was forced to sell Hope End. Elizabeth was upset at the thought of moving, although, after her mother’s death, Hope End was no longer the happy home it had once been.

		The Barretts moved first to the coast at Sidmouth, in the southwest of England. Long walks on the beach improved Elizabeth’s health, but she was bored by the town’s social life, which consisted of dances and cricket matches. She was happier staying in her room: “I live with my books and my writings and my dear family.” Three years later, the family moved from Sidmouth to London. At first, Elizabeth hated the congestion and noise of the city; before long, however, she enjoyed its stimulation, even though she experienced it only vicariously, through books, newspapers, and her family.

		When it was Bro’s turn to go to Jamaica to help Uncle Samuel, Elizabeth was filled with anxiety for him. As a distraction, she immersed herself in translating Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound from the Greek. Elizabeth was delighted that a commercial publisher had accepted her translation, along with nineteen poems, but she was not pleased with the ensuing reviews. The Athenaeum, a respected literary weekly, announced, “We advise those who adventure in the hazardous lists of poetic translation to touch anyone rather than Aeschylus; and they may take warning by the author before us.” Yet the audacity of a woman, especially a young one (she was twenty-seven), taking on such a task endeared Elizabeth to many readers. She developed a circle of admirers, mostly older, intellectual men whom she never met in person but to whom she wrote long letters in which she discussed literature, politics, and philosophy.

		Although Elizabeth was constructing a rich intellectual life through her poetry and her letters, she remained an adolescent in many ways. Awkward and nervous when facing anything new, she dreaded social encounters. Her cousin John Kenyon, part of London’s literary world, persuaded Elizabeth to meet the popular author Mary Russell Mitford, known to everyone as Miss Mitford. He overcame his cousin’s shyness by introducing the two women at the London Zoo. Elizabeth immediately warmed to Miss Mitford’s friendliness, while the older woman was struck by Elizabeth’s quiet demeanor: “Very pretty, very gentle, very graceful with a look of extreme youth which is in itself a charm.” The two began writing each other several times a week—letters filled with speculation about authors, publishers, and reviewers—and they became dear friends.

		In 1838, The Seraphim and Other Poems was published, with “Elizabeth B. Barrett” printed on the title page. Her father was so proud of these religious poems that he had finally allowed her name to appear in print. All the major literary publications reviewed the book, including The Examiner, which proclaimed Elizabeth “a genuine poetess, of no common order.”

		The same year, when Elizabeth was thirty-two, the Barretts moved for the last time, settling into 50 Wimpole Street, where, with Bro safely returned from Jamaica, they were once more together under one roof. Shortly thereafter came the news that Uncle Samuel had died in Jamaica, leaving Elizabeth a share in his trading ship. Years earlier, her Grandmother Moulton had also left her a legacy. Thus, Elizabeth was the only one of her siblings with some financial independence. And yet she remained emotionally reliant on her family. They considered their “Ba” amusing and endearing but did not treat her as an adult. By the time she was in her mid-thirties, Elizabeth’s future seemed certain: She would stay in her room in her father’s house and write for the rest of her life. Then another illness intervened.

		In the winter of 1838, Elizabeth had developed a cough so worrisome that, by August, Dr. Chambers, who was also Queen Victoria’s physician, declared Elizabeth would not survive another damp London winter. Although Mr. Barrett was reluctant to split up the family again, he finally agreed to send Elizabeth to the seaside town of Torquay, where he leased a small house on a cliff. Her brothers Bro and George, her sister Henrietta, and her personal maid Crow (ladies’ maids were customarily called by their last names) accompanied Elizabeth to Torquay, where an aunt supervised the household and everyone waited for Elizabeth to regain her strength. Yet she did not improve.

		Month after month passed. Although Elizabeth tried to keep up a brave front for her family, she wrote the truth of her lingering illness to Miss Mitford, who was assuming an increasingly maternal role in her life. She wrote her friend almost daily, occasionally complaining of her symptoms, but more often focusing on Bro’s efforts to cheer her up. He gave his sister little gifts, “such pretty blue two vases,” and spent hours with her discussing politics and philosophy.

		A second winter passed in Torquay; then, in February 1840, came word from Jamaica that Elizabeth’s younger brother Sam had died of fever at Cinnamon Hill. Elizabeth fainted when she heard the news and was intermittently delirious for a month. Mr. Barrett attempted to console her, but it was Bro’s words that meant the most to her. The two were only a year apart and had always been each other’s favorite, giving each other the family nicknames “Bro” and “Ba.” To keep his sister company, thirty-three-year-old Bro had left his busy London life and moved to Torquay. As they comforted each other after Sam’s death, the affection between them deepened.

		Gradually, Elizabeth recovered, and her father returned to London. The weather grew warm; the seaside town filled with tourists. Seeing the improvement in Elizabeth’s health, Bro resumed his social life. On July 11, a calm, sunny morning, he stopped in his sister’s room before setting off to sail with two friends. Elizabeth, perhaps hurt that he was leaving her for an entire day, said goodbye with a “pettish word.”

		Neither Bro nor his companions returned. Elizabeth later described waiting for word of their fate: “For three days we waited— & I hoped while I could—oh—that awful agony of three days! And the sun shone as it shines today, & there was no more wind than now; and the sea under the windows was like this paper for smoothness—& my sisters drew the curtains back that I might see for myself how smooth the sea was, & how it could hurt nobody—& other boats came back one by one.” Then one body was recovered, and all hope died. Bro’s body did not wash ashore for another week; as she waited, Elizabeth regressed into frozen numbness, unresponsive to anyone.

		Elizabeth lay in the room where she had last seen Bro and where she had said the words she now bitterly regretted. She ate little, rarely slept, and appeared to be close to death. When her mother and then Sam had died, Elizabeth had been unable to ease her suffering with tears. Nor could she weep for Bro. Her unexpressed grief for those earlier losses, combined with her anguish over Bro, left Elizabeth bereft and hopeless. She could not bear the sight or even the sound of the sea, which she said reminded her of the groans of the dying. She abandoned her writing. The curtains were drawn, and the room was kept in darkness. Her father sat by her side; her sisters and brothers visited. No one could assuage Elizabeth’s despair. Mr. Barrett, alarmed by his daughter’s condition, reported on her deterioration: “It is a wonder to me that she lives.”

		Miss Mitford offered the first glimmer of hope to the stricken poet. After Bro’s death, Elizabeth had ceased all correspondence. When she finally felt able to write to Miss Mitford, Elizabeth said she felt “bound, more than I ever remember having felt, in chains, heavy and cold enough to be iron—and which have indeed entered into the soul.” Miss Mitford understood immediately that her young friend was desperate. Although the older woman could not, as she wished, rush to Torquay because her father was ill, she knew what to do. She would send a puppy in her place, and not just any puppy: She offered Elizabeth the son of her own dog. As if to emphasize the connection, Miss Mitford gave the puppy the same name—Flush.

		Elizabeth had not responded to anyone’s overtures for five months, but she immediately answered her friend’s letter. For the first time since Bro’s death, Elizabeth showed stirrings of excitement: “Why there is nothing to be done but to be ready to receive him at the earliest moment.” A flurry of letters followed as Elizabeth first accepted Flush, then rejected him, and then accepted him again. She worried that a purebred Cocker Spaniel was too valuable a gift; she also wondered if an active sporting dog could be happy sharing her confined life. The letters back and forth meant that Elizabeth was finally showing some interest in the outside world. The time she spent coming to a decision about Flush was time not spent thinking about Bro. As she fretted over what she should do, she was no longer absorbed in the self-preoccupation and endless rumination that so often characterize grief. Thus, before Flush and Elizabeth had even met, he had begun to turn her mind away from death and toward life.

		Miss Mitford, not swayed by Elizabeth’s scruples about accepting the puppy, said that every time Elizabeth looked into Flush’s eyes, she would see Miss Mitford’s “affectionate feeling” shining in them. Once Flush was explicitly linked with Miss Mitford’s loving concern for Elizabeth, there was no more arguing. Elizabeth accepted the puppy, even though she still worried he would be unhappy with her quiet life: “But I shall make it up to him, at least something of it, in love and care. I must love him, coming from you.”

		As soon as Flush arrived in Torquay, the somber atmosphere in the Barrett household began to lift. Elizabeth was instantly captivated by the golden puppy and, within days of his arrival, wrote Miss Mitford: “How I thank you for Flush!—Dear little Flush— growing dearer every day!” Flush’s calm temperament and his beauty pleased his new mistress: “Such a quiet, loving intelligent little dog—& so very very pretty! He shines as if he carried sunlight about on his back!” Flush shone like a beacon in the darkness and gloom of Elizabeth’s life. For months, she had been indifferent to the people around her, but she paid close attention to their reactions to her puppy. She proudly reported to Miss Mitford that everyone was impressed with Flush: “He is much admired for beauty—particularly for that white breastplate which marks him even among dogs of his colour—Flush the silvershielded!”

		As Flush grew more familiar with his surroundings, he began to be less docile, revealing his high spirits and his pleasure at being the center of attention. Elizabeth was as entranced by these aspects of his personality as she had been with his earlier calm: “He dances and dances, & throws back his ears almost to his tail in Bacchic rapture. More than once he has lost his balance & fallen over.” Perhaps she recognized in Flush her own formerly exuberant love of life.

		Flush and Elizabeth would spend eight months together in Torquay, from January until late August of 1841, a period removed from Elizabeth’s usual life, a time out of time. From their very first weeks together, the pair established a secure base for their lifelong loyalty to each other. Flush easily and naturally carried out his mandate from Miss Mitford to express her love to Elizabeth: “How he makes me think of you! How every pleasure he gives me is one drawn from you! How I love him for your sake!” Flush evoked Miss Mitford’s loving concern for Elizabeth in moments such as this daily morning ritual: “The first person who comes to wake me in the morning is Flush—to wake me and remind me of you. There he comes, all in the dark … before the shutters are open … pushes through the bedcurtains and leaps into the nearest place by me and bites each of my hands very gently.”

		On those dark mornings, as Flush settled in next to Elizabeth and nibbled her hands, he was becoming more than a transitional object linking her to Miss Mitford; he was a living being that Elizabeth cared about for his own sake. There had always been dogs at Hope End, but they had belonged to Elizabeth’s brothers. She had been fond of doves, keeping them in a cage in her room. Now she found that Flush’s warm body, his soft bites, and the smell of his puppy breath all comforted her, as the soft cooing of her birds had once done. Through such wordless moments of connection, repeated every day, the two were developing a deep attachment to each other. In fact, the closeness between them was growing in the same way as the relationship does between a mother and her infant: through consistent proximity, eye contact, and touch.

		Like a child, Flush distracted Elizabeth by coaxing her to play with him. He invented a favorite game that he insisted on repeating over and over. As Elizabeth reclined on her sofa, Flush would climb from the armrest to the top of her head and perch there “with his silky ears flapping about mine” for several minutes. Then, with no warning, he would tumble down over her shoulders “like an avalanche.” Although Elizabeth considered the game “eccentric and perverse” and worried that Flush might break her bones, she tolerated it because he enjoyed it so.

		The household once more heard the sound of Elizabeth laughing as she caught sight of Flush strutting about on his “little bantam rooster legs” and eating macaroon cookies snatched from the kitchen. Charmed by the new pet and grateful for his effect on Elizabeth, the servants all spoiled Flush. He responded to their attention, as any puppy would, by escalating his demands. If anyone refused to give him a treat or dared to speak harshly to him, Flush promptly ran to Elizabeth: “In every disappointment & fright he always comes to me, that I may do my best for him.” She would pick him up and soothe him, at the same time soothing herself.

		Elizabeth valued Flush for his attractiveness and his cheerful temperament, but most of all, because he was devoted entirely to her. This was a new experience for Elizabeth. Her mother had been warm and loving but so busy tending the younger children that Elizabeth often felt overlooked. She was her father’s acknowledged favorite, although Mr. Barrett spent long days in the city and was absent for weeks at a time on business trips. Her brothers and sisters were getting on with their lives between visits to Torquay: George was establishing a law practice; the other brothers were attending school; and her sisters were involved in charity work and overseeing the housekeeping. Elizabeth felt drab and unappealing in comparison. When Flush chose to stay with her, she felt as if a healing balm were being applied to her battered spirits: “And when my sisters & brothers are with me, there he lies—quite down-hearted—responding to no notice—waiting patiently, as it seems, until he can celebrate their departure by a round of leaps!”

		Trying to describe Flush, Elizabeth turned to her books, which had been unopened since Bro’s death. In a poem by Edmund Spenser, she found just the right word for Flush—joyaunce. Her return to the world of literature marked a tentative revival of Elizabeth’s intellectual curiosity, and she at last resumed her extensive correspondence, which often featured her new puppy. She announced to Hugh Stuart Boyd, a blind scholar who had been her first mentor and who was one of her most faithful correspondents: “I have …a little spaniel dog, which was sent to me by Miss Mitford, for company.” To Richard Horne, a fellow poet, Elizabeth emphasized Flush’s connection to Miss Mitford: “I have a little spaniel called Flush, the descendant of Miss Mitford’s spaniel, Flush the Famous, which she sent me for company & besides to remind me of her.”

		Years later, when Elizabeth looked back at the year after Bro’s death, she described feelings of utter despair: “After what broke my heart at Torquay, I lived on the outside of my own life, blindly and darkly from day to day, as completely dead to hope.” Flush had alleviated her misery; in gratitude, Elizabeth made a promise she would keep for the rest of Flush’s life: “He & I are inseparable companions, and I have vowed him my perpetual society in exchange for his devotion.”

		One year after Bro’s death, Elizabeth’s doctor said she was finally well enough to return to London. Once August 25 was set as the date for departure, Elizabeth became agitated and unsettled. She complained of a racing heart, shortness of breath, and nausea— symptoms of anxiety that were all too familiar to her: “When I was a child I had fits of fearfulness sometimes. I used to be frightened of the dark, and could not go to sleep unless the nurse sat there with a candle; and I well remember how I used to think: ‘I shall not like to be grown up because then I shall have nobody to take care of me,’— nobody to trust to.” In the past, Elizabeth had relied on her nurse or her parents during her “fits of fearfulness.” Now she found that Flush could help her feel safe.

		For the ten-day journey back to London, Elizabeth lay flat on a pallet especially constructed for her; even so, she was jounced and jarred by the carriage. She concentrated on Flush and found that the sight of the small spaniel standing on his hind legs with his paws on the coach window diverted her from her discomfort: “His glittering ears dancing up and down over his nose—the eyes dilating with the prospect. Through all my exhaustion, I couldn’t help now and then smiling at Flush.” When they finally arrived at the Barrett home at 50 Wimpole Street, Flush “oversaw” the servants who carried Elizabeth up to her room. He must have raced ahead of them up the stairs because he was there waiting when she reached her bed: “And when I was laid down safely, the first living thing I … [saw] was Flush standing on his hind legs to reach up and kiss me.” He had never been in the house before, but it was he who welcomed Elizabeth home.

		At first, Flush was overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of Wimpole Street, so different from the funereal hush of Torquay. The London house was filled with servants and the large Barrett family: the imposing Mr. Barrett; the sisters, Henrietta and Arabel; and the surviving brothers, Charles, George, Henry, Alfred, Septimus, and Octavius. Wimpole Street was close to shops, so the hubbub of city life was right outside the door. Horse-drawn drays kept up a steady rumble, while shouting servants dodged in and out of the traffic. In the evenings, carriages carrying well-dressed ladies and gentlemen to concerts and the theater clattered over the cobblestones. Flush protested the tumult by barking at the Barrett brothers and their huge dogs, a Bloodhound named Catiline and a Mastiff named Resolute.

		Elizabeth worried about her father’s reaction to the commotion Flush caused: “I was in despair—not so much for myself as for Papa who is not perhaps very particularly fond of dogs and most particularly fond of silence.” However, in a remarkably short time, Flush won over Mr. Barrett, the boys, their dogs, and the entire household: “Everybody likes Flush—everybody in the house. Even after he has done all the mischief possible, torn their letters, spoilt their books, bitten their shoes into holes—everybody likes Flush.”

		Elizabeth resumed her former London life as a brilliant poet cocooned within the warmth and safety of her family. Although her existence was limited and constricted, it was also familiar and comfortable. She took up her customary position on the sofa in her room as Henrietta and Arabel brought her mail, trinkets from the shops, and—always—gossip. The youngest boys, Sette and Occy, ran errands and entertained her with tales of their exploits at school and fencing class. In the evenings, Mr. Barrett returned with books and newspapers for Elizabeth and special cakes for Flush.

		Elizabeth’s personal maid, Crow, continued to care for her as if she were a child, brushing her hair, dressing and undressing her, and bringing her meals upstairs on a tray. Elizabeth’s childlike dependence was evident when Crow announced she was leaving to get married. Instead of congratulating the woman who had been with her for five years, Elizabeth pouted: “Now, I may have the window open all day—I may take double morphine draughts if I like! I may go to bed as late as I please,—& talk as long. It is a liberty I am not grown strong enough for—& I feel the weight of it.” Crow was the first servant Elizabeth had become close to, and she dreaded having to adjust to Crow’s replacement, a maid named Wilson. Elizabeth used Flush to express her feelings of childish indignation about being abandoned. “Poor Flushie misses Crow dreadfully—& you would smile to see the utter disdain with which he looks at Wilson when she desires him to do anything—as if to say—’Obey you! Indeed!’ ”

		Once Wilson was settled in, Elizabeth resumed her daily routines, which Flush shared. Every morning, they had coffee together, and Flush insisted on drinking from a china cup like Elizabeth’s even though it made him sneeze. Then Wilson bathed and dried him with one of Elizabeth’s paisley shawls. Most mornings, Arabel took him for walks in the park or to the shops with her. The rest of the day, Flush lay on Elizabeth’s lap or at her feet while she read or wrote. They spent a great deal of time eating, or rather, Flush ate and Elizabeth watched him. “Here is Flush, rejoicing like Bacchus himself, among the grapes! Eating one grape after another, with exceeding complacency, shown by swingings of the tail.”

		Elizabeth read a newspaper account of a dog that could play dominoes, and she at once decided to teach Flush to play. She realized he would first need to count; accordingly, she entertained the family with Flush’s arithmetic lessons, holding up pieces of cake while Flush barked out the correct number. “It is amusing to see him stir his little head at ‘two’ & then correct himself—and still more amusing to observe how, at every unqualified success, he turns round & looks at Arabel for applause.” Spurred on by that success, Elizabeth next taught Flush how to read by saying the name of a letter and having him kiss the correct one. Her brothers enjoyed these sessions even more than Flush. “My brothers laughed the tears into their eyes …& were of opinion that if anybody else heard it, it might be used as straightforward evidence— (against not Flushie but me) of a ‘non-compos-mentis’ case.”

		It appeared as though Elizabeth had returned from Torquay in her familiar role as an invalid, the family’s charming and childlike Ba. Nevertheless, she was too introspective and too honest to deny the shattering effect Bro’s death had had on her. Gone was her naïve belief that all would go well in the world. Writing to Miss Mitford, she said, “My castle-building is at an end.”

		Elizabeth spent the next four years in her room at her father’s house. Even with the comings and goings of her family and Wilson, most of her time was spent alone with Flush in her dark and secluded bedroom, “where the silence is most absolute.” At times, her bedroom felt more like a prison than a retreat. “So profound is my solitude, & so complete my isolation from things & persons without. I lie all day, & day after day, on this sofa…. I might as well be in a wilderness—or a hermitage—or a convent—or a prison—as in this dark room, dark & silent.”

		Fresh air was thought to be dangerous for her, so the windows were sealed shut; in addition, a fire burned every day, leaving the room hot and smoky. To remind her of the world outside, Elizabeth asked that ivy be planted in a window box. It soon covered the window, and she spent hours staring at it: “Flush lies across my feet & my ivy waves in the wind.” To avoid stirring up dust, the maids rarely cleaned, leaving spiders and their webs undisturbed in the corners, on the ceiling, and under the bed. Adding to the musty atmosphere, the scent of medicines, ointments, and eau de cologne pervaded the room.

		Elizabeth’s appearance was as gloomy as the setting. Pale and thin, she had dark circles under her eyes that looked like “two dark caves.” Still in mourning for Bro and Sam, she dressed entirely in black: black velvet all winter and black silk for summer. Elizabeth was shocked when she read a description of herself that appeared in a book about British poets published at this time: “[It] shows me shut up in a dark room,—& frightens people away from me …as a sort of dictionary-monster, past bearing.” The book’s emphasis on her life as an invalid dismayed her, as did the Quarterly Review, which put her second on its list of the ten best British women poets, giving first place to Caroline Norton, whose work Elizabeth considered “feeble.” She knew she needed to publish again in order to be taken seriously as a poet, but her creative spirit had deserted her.

		Then the editor of The Athenaeum invited Elizabeth to write reviews for the journal. She began somewhat tentatively, but she was soon enthusiastically rereading her favorite Greek poets and producing detailed reviews of their works. This critical writing inspired Elizabeth to take up her own poetry again, which she did, producing a series of poems filled with the theme of loss. In “De Profundis,” each stanza ends with a version of the refrain “And yet my days go on and on.” The short poem “Grief” begins with the assertion “I tell you, hopeless grief is passionless.” The poem describes the tearless anguish Elizabeth had experienced, ending with this line: “If it could weep, it would arise and go.” The poem “Substitution” speaks more directly of her loss of Bro:

		
			When some beloved voice that was to you

			Both sound and sweetness, faileth suddenly,

			And silence, against which you dare not cry,

			Aches round you like a strong disease and new—

			What hope? what help? what music will undo

			That silence to your sense?

		

		The pain of bereavement, although it had nearly cost her life in Torquay, started Elizabeth on the path toward adulthood. And Flush was her faithful companion on that journey.

		During their hours alone together, Flush’s antics broke into Elizabeth’s depression. One time, she decided to find out what his reaction would be to seeing himself in a looking glass. At first

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
			
					1806
					March, birth of Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
			

			
					1818
					[July, birth of Emily Brontë.]
			

			
					1826
					Essay on Mind, with Other Poems published.
				
			

			
					1828
					October, death of Mary Barrett, Elizabeth’s mother.
			

			
					1830
					[December, birth of Emily Dickinson.]
			

			
					1833
					
					Elizabeth’s translation of Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound published.
				
			

			
					1838
					
					June, Seraphim and Other Poems published. August, Elizabeth goes to Torquay for her health.
				
			

			
					1840
					July, Elizabeth’s brother Bro drowns.
			

			
					1841
					January, Miss Mitford sends Flush September, Elizabeth and Flush return to London.
			

			
					1843
					September, Flush stolen.
			

			
					1844
					
					Flush stolen for the second time.Poems published.
				
			

			
					1845
				
					January, Robert Browning first writes to Elizabeth May, he visits for the first time.
			

			
					1846
					September 1, Flush stolen for the third time. September 12, Elizabeth and Robert marry secretly. A week later, they leave for Italy.
			

			
					1848
					[December, death of Emily Brontë.]
			

			
					1849
					March, birth of Elizabeth and Robert’s son, Robert Wiedemann (Pen) Barrett Browning.
			

			
					1850
					Sonnets from the Portuguese published.
				
			

			
					1851
					Casa Guidi Windows published.
				
			

			
					1854
					June, death of Flush.
			

			
					1856
					Aurora Leigh published.
				
			

			
					1861
					June 29, death of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, age fifty-five. She is buried in the “English” Cemetery in Florence.
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